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UNIVERSITY OF THE PACIFIC

Interview with Jon Ratner
Vocalist, The Real Ambassadors, 1962 Monterey Jazz Festival
Date of Interview: November 9, 2012 (by phone)
Topic: Performance of Dave and Iola Brubeck’s The Real Ambassadors

Interviewed by Ignacio Sanchez-Alonso
History Student, University of the Pacific

Transcription by John J. Langdon, University of the Pacific,
Department of Special Collections, University Library
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Ignacio Sanchez (IS): Is this still a good time for you [for the interview]?
Jon Ratner (JR): Sure.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): Okay, sure. We will just get on our way and I just want to ask your
permission to record this interview for later transcription. And also mention that Professor Keith
Hatschek is in the office with me, I just want to make sure this is fine with you.
Jon Ratner (JR): Of course. I met him in Monterey. Hi, Keith.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): First of all, start off by stating your full name for me please.
Jon Ratner (JR): Jon Ratner.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): And you said that you attended the 1962 performance of The Real
Ambassadors. Is that correct?
Jon Ratner (JR): I did.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): Now was this your first jazz festival or had you been to other Monterey
Jazz Festivals before?
Jon Ratner (JR): I think I had gone in 1961, as well. Either ’61 or ’62 was my first time in
Monterey.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): What were your expectations going to the Festival?
Jon Ratner (JR): I knew nothing. I was fourteen years old.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS):Oh, okay.
Jon Ratner (JR): I mean, I’d been a jazz fan for a couple of years and Louis Armstrong was
popular because he, because [he had a number of popular hit songs], “Hello Dolly.”
Also, I really loved Carmen McRae because she was a big favorite of [jazz critic] Ralph J.
Gleason, who I was acquainted with at the time. But, I didn’t know anything about it [The Real
Ambassadors]. Of course, I liked Dave Brubeck, but I didn’t “go” to Monterey, first of all, I was
fourteen and my parents took me. So I didn’t go on my own, and I don’t think I had any
expectations that anything was going to happen but I was pleasantly surprised.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): Did you know that Louis Armstrong was going to be there performing.
Jon Ratner (JR): Probably.
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Ignacio Sanchez (IS): Do you recall the performance?
Jon Ratner (JR): Yes, I do.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): What sticks out to you the most about Armstrong’s performance, what
was the most memorable about it?
Jon Ratner (JR): There are two things that I can remember, among many, many things. One was
the harmony between Louis and Carmen in “One Moment Worth Years” and the other was the
high note that Yolande Bavan did at the end of, whatever that fast thing is at the end (Editor’s
Note: Subject is likely referring to the “Finale/Blow, Satchmo” which closes the musical) where
they go, “Yeah, yeah.”
I mean, there is a lot else that was wonderful in The Real Ambassadors. I loved the interplay
between Louis and Carmen, you know. Even at the age of fourteen, I thought that the lyrics were
really smart and interesting -- and [that they] had a deeper meaning.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): Do you think that was pretty much how everyone else in the audience felt
about the lyrics, or was a common thing?
Jon Ratner (JR): As I recall, we probably left right after the show. And [it was a] Sunday night,
as I recall, so I didn’t stand around talking to a lot of young people in the audience.
Not that they would have talked to a fourteen year old, but everybody there had a totally
enthusiastic response so you know, everybody really responded to the performance of The Real
Ambassadors.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): Do you think the lyrics were controversial at all?
Jon Ratner (JR): Controversial? Not to me, being, you know fourteen.
It’s very hard in 2012 to remember the mindset of 1962, which was at the outset of the civil
rights movement. So you know, it was, it was, it was still a time of talking about colored people
or Negros, you know. It wasn’t black people yet.
I remember the idea that Louis sang about how a black man was representing the American
government [overseas] and how ironic that was . . . that was obvious to everybody [in the
audience]. I don’t know if you would call that controversial, though.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): Do you recall Louis Armstrong was wearing when he stepped on stage?
Jon Ratner (JR): Hmm, tails maybe? A tuxedo with tails, but I can’t remember for sure.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): I think you got it.
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Ignacio Sanchez (IS): I’m doing my research for this, and I found reports that say Louis
Armstrong was very emotional when he was on stage, maybe even a few tears, do you recall any
of that?
Jon Ratner (JR): You know, I don’t know if I was close enough to see if he was. You know, if he
had tears since back in 1962 they certainly didn’t have those big [video] screens that they have at
Monterey now, to see up close.
But I could tell he was emotionally moved, both by the material he was doing and the response
from the audience. And it wasn’t just Louis. It was [all] the other performers too, you know, the
performers all appeared to feel something about the significance about what they were doing that
night.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): Do you feel that this emotional performance felt the same throughout the
audience, was the audience emotional?
Jon Ratner (JR): I can clearly recall the audience response was really enthusiastic.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): What changes if any have you noticed in areas such as race relations
within the jazz scene?
Jon Ratner (JR): Within the jazz scene? Well, if you asked that question about the general
society we could talk for a long time but I think what was distinctive about the jazz scene in the
50s in terms of race relations (and mind you this was before the militant part of the civil rights
movement).
[The jazz scene] was an inspiration and allowed an acceptance, certainly of multiracial couples,
that was not in any other part of society that I was aware of. However, there wasn’t a deep
understanding of the importance of the cultural contribution that jazz was making to American
culture and its significance there. That was very, very apparent even then.
But in terms of how things have changed in the jazz community, I don’t know. I think the rest of
the country as far as social issues has finally caught up to the jazz community.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): So you feel that race relations today changed drastically what they were in
1962, is that correct?
Jon Ratner (JR): Again, what was unique in the jazz community in the 1950s and early 60s is
something, is something that was totally unheard of in broader society, but I think that it is, that
society in general is much more attuned to what the racial values were and racial thoughts were
in the jazz community back in the 50s.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): You were fourteen years old, how do you think the youth culture
perceived all of these jazz musicians, like Dave Brubeck and Louis Armstrong?
Jon Ratner (JR): They were looked up to, I mean, in particular Louis.
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I’m not taking anything away from Dave, but he wasn’t the same kind of iconic culture figure
that Louis has, is, are in our society.
I mean, in 1980s sometime, I was very, very, pleased to buy two United States Government one
ounce gold coins; one of those gold coins had a picture Mark Twain on it, and the other had a
picture of Louis Armstrong on it.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): So I guess you could say, they were really like the Rock Stars of that day.
Jon Ratner (JR): No, I wouldn’t say Rock Stars. I would say [that they were very popular] at
least within the people who liked jazz, who were a minority then and are a small minority now.
Within that community whether it was Louis or whether it was Miles, or whether it was Bird,
there was really a looking up to these musicians as being, you know, important and innovative
figures in American culture and that they made a real contribution and were really, really
important to our society. But as I said, we [jazz fans] were a minority then, and are smaller
minority now.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): You said you were a jazz fan before the attended this Monterey Jazz
Festival.
Jon Ratner (JR): Yes.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): How did you get into this jazz scene?
Jon Ratner (JR): I think that when I was eleven-years-old, I bought my first records; they were
lumped with the other LPs which [today] you don’t even remember,. LPs had just come out in
the mid-fifties and I had bought my first two records; one was a wonderful collection of Strauss
waltzes, the other was the [1956] album called Ella and Louis, backed by the Oscar Peterson
Quartet with Buddy Rich, [Herb Ellis and Ray Brown].
I quickly determined which of those two [LPs] really spoke to me, I mean, they played the
Strauss waltzes once, even at the age of eleven, but when I heard Louis, and when I heard Ella,
and I heard, you know, the musicians behind her, mixed so wonderfully, that really got me and I
moved on from there.
I think the next record I remember buying was one called Gerry Mulligan Meets Ben Webster
and that was also something. It was a real revelation of how musicians could express themselves
so lyrically and beautifully.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): Jazz critics reported unruly and intoxicated people at the 1962 Monterey
Jazz Festival. Do you remember any instances during the performance?
Jon Ratner (JR): No.
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Ignacio Sanchez (IS): Do you recall seeing any unruly people there, or anything like that, while
you were there, anytime during the festival.
Jon Ratner (JR): No. Monterey Jazz Festival has been going for 55 years and I’ve probably been
there for more than 35 or maybe 40 of them. A lot of that blurs together.
Yes, there were times when I saw people who were intoxicated, but I certainly can’t tell you
which ones. It was more than once.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): Could you describe your understanding of The Real Ambassadors prior to
attending the festival?
Jon Ratner (JR): I knew nothing about it.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): You knew nothing about The Real Ambassadors?
Jon Ratner (JR): No, I knew nothing about it. Can you, let me ask you a question. Did the LP
come out before the performance or after?
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): I’m not sure. I think that would be a question for Professor Hatschek. Let
me ask him.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): It was released before the performance, he said. It came out on September
1, and the performance was September 23, 1962.
Jon Ratner (JR): Well, I remember getting the album whether I got it, well, I don’t, I think it’s
really doubtful, you know, before the performance.
So no, I knew nothing about it. I’m sure that I got the album shortly after seeing the
performance, which was so wonderful.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): What was the most memorial part of the performance for you?
Jon Ratner (JR): The single highlight was the chorus at the end when Lambert, Hendricks, and
Bavan went off. They went crazy [vocally], as Louis played high note, after high note, after high
note. That was probably it.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): You attended this recent festival, correct?
Jon Ratner (JR): I was there, I was also at the reincarnation of The Real Ambassadors, which was
in the last ten years [in 2002, the 40th anniversary of its one performance.]
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): Did you get to see Miss Yolande Bavan at the panel session on the
musical?
Jon Ratner (JR): No, unfortunately I didn’t. I wanted to but I was unable to.
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Ignacio Sanchez (IS): I think that is all the questions I have for you. Is there anything else you
want to add, please do.
Jon Ratner (JR): I commend what you guys are doing, if you ever publish anything, whether it is
in the form of a book, I would like to be kept informed about it.
Ignacio Sanchez (IS): Thank you, again for going ahead with this interview for us. It really
means a lot.
Jon Ratner (JR): My pleasure, good luck to you and to Keith and your endeavors.

END OF THE INTERVIEW
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